Competence and cognitive difficulty in physicians: a follow-up study.
Remediation of incompetent physicians has proven difficult and sometimes impossible. The authors wished to determine whether such physicians had neuropsychological impairment sufficient to explain their incompetence and their failure to improve after remedial continuing medical education (CME). Between 1997 and 2001, the authors undertook neuropsychological screening of 45 participants of a physician competency assessment program. For those physicians reassessed after a period of remediation, the authors relate the findings of the physicians' competence reassessments to their neuropsychological scores. Nearly all physicians performing well on competency assessment had no or mild cognitive impairment. Conversely, a significant number of physicians performing poorly on competency assessment had sufficient neuropsychological difficulty to explain their poor performance. The cognitive impairment was more marked in elderly physicians, and referencing the neuropsychological scores to an age-matched normative population underestimates the impairment. No physician with moderate or severe neuropsychological dysfunction had successful competency reassessment. Increasing age was associated with poor performance on competency testing, but was less strongly associated with unsuccessful reassessment. A large minority of the physicians who fell significantly below desired levels of competence had cognitive impairment sufficient to explain their lack of competence and their failure to improve with remedial CME.